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Abstract: This paper aims to further discussions on access to “foreign” worlds, limits in knowledge
production, and the role of gender relations in field research. What follows is an engagement with
arguments developed by Hanna Papanek and Carroll Pastner in this journal some decades ago. They
both drew on fieldwork experiences in Pakistan to argue that foreign women fieldworkers can (sometimes)
take advantage of ambiguities in the social structures of Purdah societies, that is, societies characterized
by “sexual segregation and the seclusion of women” (Pastner 1982:262), to flexibly position themselves
and to be able to interact with both men and women. This paper rethinks their arguments and evaluates
the current situation on the basis of fieldwork experience as a foreign woman in Pakistan in the late
2000s. It argues that possibilities for foreign women to get physical access to men’s worlds, although still
available, remain limited and in some ways have become more restricted (including access to women’s
worlds) due to political developments in recent decades. The paper also argues that, irrespective of the
feasibility of physical access to other gender’s worlds, it is necessary to reflect on subjectivities through
which access to “foreign” worlds is mediated and knowledge is produced.
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Introduction: Re-rethinking the Woman 
Fieldworker in a Purdah Society

















LV JUDWHIXO WR WZRDQRQ\PRXV UHYLHZHUV RI+XPDQ2UJDQL]DWLRQ IRU
WKHLULQYDOXDEOHLQSXW
A Foreign Woman Researcher in a Purdah Society: 
Opportunities and Challenges for Knowledge





































DVSHFWV RI UHVHDUFK UHODWLRQV FRQQHFWLQJ ³0XVOLPZRUOGV´
DQG³:HVWHUQZRUOGV´RQWKHRWKHUKDQG














































































































/LNH3DVWQHU DQG3DSDQHN , KDG FKRVHQ DTXDOLWDWLYH
UHVHDUFKGHVLJQWKDWLQFOXGHGGDWDJHQHUDWLRQPHWKRGVVXFK









Ongoing Limitations for Foreign Women’s 
Physical Access to Gendered Spaces
'UDZLQJRQP\¿HOGZRUN H[SHULHQFHV , EHOLHYH WKDW
+DQQD3DSDQHN¶VPDLQ DUJXPHQW UHPDLQV YDOLG WRGD\ ,Q
PDQ\FLUFXPVWDQFHVIRUHLJQZRPHQHQMR\RSSRUWXQLWLHVWR
SK\VLFDOO\JDLQDQGPDLQWDLQDFFHVV1WRPHQ¶VZRUOGVZKLOH
ERWK IRUHLJQDQG3DNLVWDQLPHQZLWKRXW IDPLO\ WLHV¿QG LW
QHDUO\LPSRVVLEOHWRJDLQDFFHVVWRZRPHQ¶VZRUOGV'XULQJ








































=HKUD2 >WKH IHPDOH UHVHDUFK DVVLVWDQW@ DQG , >-XOLD@ DUH






























FURZGRI LQFUHGXORXV DGROHVFHQWPDOH VWXGHQWV´ 3DVWQHU
,P\VHOIKDYHH[SHULHQFHGVLPLODULQFLGHQWVHYHQ
LQWKHFLW\RI,VODPDEDGZKHQZDONLQJXQHVFRUWHGWKRXJK
DWWLUHG LQ3DNLVWDQLGUHVV LQFOXGLQJdupatta >WKH3DNLVWDQL
VFDUI WKDWFRYHUV WKHFKHVW@*URXSVRIPHQXVHG WR VWDUH












DQG1DPLUD D IHPDOH¿HOGDVVLVWDQW LQP\ UHVHDUFK WHDP
GHPRQVWUDWHVKRZLPSRUWDQWLWZDVIRUPHWRDGDSWGUHVVLQJ
WRORFDOFLUFXPVWDQFHV,QWKLVFRQYHUVDWLRQ1DPLUDWULHGWR




































PHQWZRUNHUV ERWKPDOH DQG IHPDOH KDYH VRXJKW DFFHVV
























ZKR GUHVVHG LQ D SDUWLFXODUPDQQHUZDV HGXFDWHG²LI DW
DOO²LQFHUWDLQVXEMHFWVDQGVHJUHJDWHGLQVWLWXWLRQVDQGZDV
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DQG IRUHLJQ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3DSDQHN¶V 3DVWQHU¶V DQGP\ GLIIHULQJ H[SHULHQFHV
ZLWK GUHVVLQJ DQG FURVVJHQGHU LQWHUDFWLRQV RXWVLGH NLQ
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LQ SDUWLFXODU DUH²DV )DGZD(O*XLQGL 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 FRJHQWO\
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SHRSOH LWZDVQRWRQO\GLI¿FXOW IRUPH WRSURYHD ODFNRI
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WR FRPSO\ZLWK JHQGHU QRUPV ,ZDV FRQVLGHUHG OLWHUDWH
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DOVR VXVSLFLRXV%HFDXVH WKH\H[SHFW WKDW LI VRPHERG\
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Beyond Physical Access: New 
Conceptualizations of “Role 


























6LQFH WKH V FRQVLGHUDEOH FRQFHSWXDO UHÀHFWLRQ
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GHPDQGHG IURP IRUHLJQZRPHQ¿HOGZRUNHUV(YHQ LIZH
IHHOOLNHDEVROXWH³LQVLGHUV´LQUHODWLRQWRJHQGHUZHPD\EH
VLPXOWDQHRXVO\³RXWVLGHUV´ LQ UHODWLRQ WRFODVV:KLWHQHVV
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RZQSRVLWLRQLQJVDUHFRQWLQXRXVO\FRSURGXFHGZLWKRWKHU











































Conclusion: Opportunities and Challenges for 
Knowledge Production in Purdah Societies
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WRJHQGHUDQGFLWL]HQVKLSDV3DVWQHU¶VWHUP³IRUHLJQZRPHQ
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JHQWO\QHHGHGWRFRQGXFWUHVHDUFKZLWK3DNLVWDQLZRPHQ
LQUXUDODUHDVEHFDXVHPHQ²3DNLVWDQLDQGIRUHLJQ²DUH





















HUVZHQHHGWRdiscuss ethical issues of doing research 
in spaces such as Pakistan WKDWH[SHULHQFHVLJQL¿FDQW
JHRSROLWLFDO YLROHQFH WKURXJKPLOLWDU\ DFWLRQ DVZHOO
DVQHRFRORQLDOIRUPVRIDLGDQGGHYHORSPHQWE\ERWK
IRUHLJQDQGGRPHVWLF DFWRUV$ VHQVLELOLW\ IRU RWKHUV¶
FRQVWUXFWLRQVRIRXUVHOYHVDQGRXURZQSRVLWLRQLQJVDV
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